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CSX (SEABOARD) STATION 
1885 


The CSX Railroad (first known as Portsmouth and Weldon and more recently as the Seaboard Air Line Railroad) which crosses 
Main Street was first built in 1834. The name of the Railroad was changed to Portsmouth and Weldon when it was rebuilt in 1848. 

The present depot was built in 1885 and remodeled in 1910. This is a typical station of the nineteenth century. It’s tower reflects 
the Queen Anne style ofarchitecture. The telegraph operator used the tower and from there he could see approaching trains, let the station 
master know of there arrival, and telegraph ahead to the next station. There were two waiting rooms; the larger one had a fireplace. The 
depot was built of brick which has been painted over the years. 

Gen. Lawrence Baker became Station Master after the War Between the States. He was offered a job in Washington by President 
Grant, a former classmate of his at West Point, but he declined--and stayed in Suffolk. _ 
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Please mail with your check to: Suffolk-Nansemond Historical Society, P.O. Box 1255 Suffolk, Virginia 23439-1255 
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NOTE FROM THE PRESIDENT 


Hello, Happy New Yearand Welcome toournew members! The Historical Society is off to a busy 
and exciting start. For an update on the Save Our Station, Main Street Committee, new courts 
complex, etc., please join us at Riddick’s Folly on February 27th. This yearly supper/ business 
meeting is lots of fun and very informative. 

If you haven’t remembered to pay your dues for 1995, may I remind you to do so now or at the 
meeting. Please check your label for a dot. Remember, we are non-profit and need a powerful 
membership to accomplish sizeable goals. Would you consider recruiting a new member (or several) 
to join our ranks? 

October 9th offered perfect weather and calm water for the ‘“Celebrating the Nansemond”’ trip. 
This excursion received rave reviews and I’mso sorry I couldn’t be there. Sincere thanks to the Davis 
family, owners of Nix’s Clubhouse, and to Angus I. Hines and Howard Webb for providing their 
beautiful boats. Also, a big thank you to Sue Woodward and Marion Watson for providing the history 
of the river and to the Birdsong family for sharing their harrowing experience at Nix’s Clubhouse 
during the hurricane of August 1933. 

Our December Candlelight Tour was a huge success! Approximately six hundred visitors joined 
us to view five beautiful houses dating from the 1830’s to the 1930’s. Only because of the gracious 
caring and commitment of the homeowners is such a tour possible. It is indeed quite an undertaking 
and we greatly appreciate your generous contribution to our cause. “‘Our team’’ of talented 
organizers, decorators and hostesses outdid themselves. Thank you - one and all! 

The Anna Mary Riddick reenactment at Riddick’s Folly was absolutely wonderful. Congratula- 
tions to our own Sue Woodward for creating and directing, IF THESE WALLS COULD TALK, 
and to the staff and friends of Riddick’s Folly for providing the incredible ‘“Dessert Party.”’ 
Outstanding! 

Weare indebted to Robin Welch and friends for donating their time, horses and carriages for rides 
during the tour. This proved to be a great addition and was enjoyed by many. 

Another round of applause to the residents of Riverview! In November (by way of fliers in 
mailboxes) we notified the homeowners of the neighborhood tour and asked them to please 


“SHuminate’* their-homes for the festive occasion. What an overwhelming response. Riverview has 


never looked more beautiful. You made us very proud and we most sincerely thank each of you! 

The tragic Main Street Depot fire has triggered enormous concerns and timely efforts to Save Our 
Station. Approximately six hundred letters requesting support were mailed and the community has 
responded with nearly four hundred letters in reply. I wish each of you could read them. (An example 
appears on page 3 in the right margin). Sometime we feel people don’t care very much - we are wrong. 
The importance and necessity for preserving what we have and the true passion expressed in these 
letters is a powerful statement of caring from people of all ages and from all walks of life. 

Weare now in the process of creating another committee to address these problems. Your support 
is of upmost importance. What a challenge confronts us - S. O. S. - Save Our Station - Save Old 
Suffolk - Save Our School. 


Continued on page 7, President’s Letter 


ANNUAL BUSINESS MEETING AND DINNER 


Once again this year we will hold our annual business meeting in conjunction with the wildly 
popular annual covered dish supper. This year’s meeting will be held on Monday, February 27, 
at 6:30 p.m. at Riddick’s Folly, 510 North Main Street. We will meet on the main floor in the 
double parlors. This month is the 170th anniversary of Lafayette’s visit to Suffolk so we’ll 


celebrate that and tend to business, too. 

We have chosen to place our focus this year squarely on Main Street. Preservation of what 
is left of our history on this historic thoroughfare is OUR concern and the time is NOW! City 
officials have been invited tojoin Society members to tell our group about immediate plans, needs, 
and problems regarding important structures on the street. 

Please come. We ask that you bring asalad, vegetable or dessert. Also, please call Betsy (539- 
6312) or Sue (539-3055) to RSVP so we’ll know how many places to set. 


S.O.S. S.O.S. S.O.S. S.O.S. S.O.S. 


The CSX Station has been a topic of conversation for years. People have long expressed the desire to see it used for some good 
purpose. Prior to November 23rd City Officials had made attempts to purchase the building or at least to discuss the possibility, but 
CSX officials were unresponsive. 

On the night of November 23rd it is believed that vagrants who had gone into the building to spend the night started a fire to keep 
warm. The building caught on fire and might have been completely destroyed had not someone called in the alarm. The city Inspections 
Department called for immediate demolition of what they called a safety hazard. 

Acting quickly over the next few days, Betsy Brothers of our organization and Bob Chissom of the Suffolk Main Street program 
called together a committee. Their various actions have saved the station from demolition. A contract for the purchase of the building 
is in hand and an application for a federal grant has been made. Hundreds of people have written letters of support. And grant or no 
grant, we firmly believe that the station is going to be restored! 

S.O.S. was the name adopted by Betsy and Bob’s committee. It is the signal for help in time of distress. The letters also stood for 
SAVE OUR STATION but we also use them to call us to SAVE OLD SUFFOLK. 

In this issue, we send out the S.O.S. call to you. What happened at the station could just have easily have happened to any one of 
the really important buildings on Main Street or dear old Suffolk High School. We appeal to you to refuse to stand for ‘‘Plywood City”’ 
any longer but rather to stand up for the preservation of our heritage and community pride. We’ve been silent too long. 

The following buildings are the ones we’ve identified as being in immediate danger. We see their situations as critical. 
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‘THE ANNE BROWNE HOUSE 


| | C, 1830 This house was built sometime after the Great Fire of 1837 

This dwelling was probably constructed by Kedar Cherry destroyed the saddler’s shop that had been located there. Mary 
who sold the house to Mary Pruden in 1840. In 1856, Mary Taylor Riddick, wife of Mills Riddick of Riddick’s Folly, bought 
Pruden sold the house to Anne Riddick Browne, widow of Dr. the property after the fire. Sometime after Mr. Riddick’s death in 
Albridgton Browne. For many years it was known as the “‘Anne 1844 she moved to this house (which presumably she con- 


Browne House’’, even long after the house was sold to the _gtructed). She lived there until her death in 1875, when she devised 


THE WOOD HOUSE 


C. 1860 


Whitehead family. . ; the property to her daughter, Julianna Riddick Wood. 
The charming little place is a typical Main Street house with (NOTE: This house is much smaller, of course, than Mrs. 
its sidehall plan, beaded board exterior and multi -paned windows. Riddick’s former residence down the street. One wonders where 


she put the eighteen parlor chairs listed in the inventory of her 
furnishings at the time of her death.) 





THE EPPS HOUSE 


C. 1820-1830 


David Gwinn sold the lot to Sheriff Hamlin Lee 
Epps in 1827. Although Epps’ primary residence 
was inthe country onthe White Marsh, he owned this 
property longer than anyone else in the nineteenth 
century (1827-1851). 

Elisha Norfleet bought this house and then gave 
it to the children of Narcissus and Joseph Cowper. 
The Cowper family lived there until the War Be- 
tween the States. Joseph Cowper had served as 
Postmaster and at his death Narcissus Cowper 
became Postmaster, the first female one. For some 
reason when the Union Army left Suffolk, Mrs. 
Cowper and her children left with them. 

Major exterior renovations have made this house 
barely recognizable as an early nineteenth century 
one. This house was sold in 1870 to the Kilby family 
who owned the property to the north of the house. 








ce wees 


THE PRENTIS HOUSE 


C. 1800 


Peter Prentis bought this dwelling in 1857 from Dr. John 
Thompson Kilby. Originally intended as a manor house, the 
structure was set back from the road and had a wide yard on the 
north side. The property extended to present day Pine Street and 
included, in Prentis’ day, a fine pear orchard. 

During the Union occupation of Suffolk, Prentis, a lawyer and 
clerk of the Nansemond County Court was arrested along with 
other prominent citizens. They were held hostage to assure the 
cooperation of the town with the unwanted visitors. 

The handsome interior fulfills the promise of the rather elegant 
exterior. 











GARDENERS STORE 


C. 1820 

Fillmore Norfleet’s Suffolk In Virginia 1795 to 1846 lists Josiah Melvin as owner of their property from 1827 to 1841. It would 
appear that Melvin leased the house well before that time. He was operating a store on Main Street in that area in January 1821 when 
a famous crime was committed nearby. The newspaper called it a ‘SHOCKING MURDER!” as it reported the crime - Jesse Corbell 
fatally injured Mr. John Shelton, constable. (Corbell was later apprehended and hanged). 





SUFFOLK HIGH SCHOOL 


CONSTRUCTED IN 1922 AND CLOSED IN 1990. 


Suffolk High School must surely rank as our most endangered 
twentieth century landmark. It was a symbol of community and pride 
in community. Generations of Suffolkians (and Nansemond County 
residents who paid tuition to go) were to claim SHS as their alma 
mater. 

To quote an official with whom we spoke about the building, “I’ve 
been in there recently and if something 1s not done - and I mean pretty 
soon - there won’t be any need to try.’’ A recent SUFFOLK SUN 
article suggested a $2 million price tag for renovation. That’s a lot of 
money but how many new building do you get for that and of what 
quality? 

Drive over to the school. Sit there and study it. Can you imagine 
our town without this handsome edifice? 
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THE OLD POST OFFICE 


C. 17s5 

Surely one of the oldest houses on the street, thishousemayhave [{ie7s" 2 
beenbuiltafter the British bumed Suffolkin 1779. Arthur Smithlived | 
here when he was appointed Postmaster by Thomas Jefferson’s ; 
Postmaster General in 1804. He served as postmaster for forty years 
and used a portion of his home as the post office. eS os , : 

The house was inherited by the Smith’s daughter, Martha, and son-in- law, THAR Kilby. Kilby was alanveranapobiehed Suffolk’s 
first newspaper. Their son William was Judge of Nansemond County Court (1896-1907) and Superintendent of Cedar Hill Cemetery. 
It was he who took what was described as an ‘‘untamed wilderness’’ and made it the place of beauty we see today. 








President’s Letter continued from page 2 

Bob Chisom has spent endless hours working on the train station project. Our City Manager, 
Mayor Jones, and council members have been extremely supportive and helpful. Bob, along with 
David Freeman, Senior Administrative Analyst for Suffolk, prepared the lengthy grant proposal 
and it was delivered to Richmond on January 31st. 

Robert Nelms, our delegate in Richmond, and member of the S.0.S. Committee, has been Sf 
enormous help on the political front. Not only has he met with CSX lobbyist on our behalf, he 
contacted all of our state representatives and urged them to write letters of support, and they have. 
He also is responsible for getting written support from Senator John Warner who serves on the 
Federal Transportation Committee. 

I'd like to thank Ron Williams for acquiring support from Senator Charles Robb and Bobby 
Harrell for contacting our congressman Norman Sisisky. 

Jim Caton and Mike Michaels deserve our thanks for so graciously offering to board up and 
secure the depot after the fire. Not only did they do this work quickly and neatly, but donated their 
labor and equipment. Our society paid for the plywood. 

My friends, this is community Spirit! It’s about caring and pride and letting people know who 
we are. In order to do that, we must know who and what we were. The time is right for change. 

In the near future, I’m convinced, we will ride down Main Street and say WOW! People from 
other decaying towns will ask - How did you do it? We’ll tell them - on November 23, 1994, our 
historic train depot caught on fire. The flame of preservation was ignited! 


Betsy Brothers 


OBITUARIES 


We regret that we cannot publish all obituaries. Space limits us to publishing only officers’ 
memorials. 


GAY C. BIRDSONG 


Gay Crutchfield Birdsong died on December 14, 1994. She was born in Winston-Salem, 
North Carolina, and grew up in Waynesboro, Virginia. She was a graduate of Fairfax Hall and 
of Stratford College in Danville-and she attended Mount Vernon College. She came to Suffolk 

_three decades ago when she ‘inary ‘ied-Cabel Brooking Birdsong. 

Involved in many community organizations, Gay was especially active at Main Street 
United Methodist Church and-was serving as. President. of the United Methodist Women, 
Portsmouth District. She was cur! ues Ser ee: as a T responding Secretary of the Suffolk 
Nansemond Historical Society” * 


She co-authored two books. vith 7 T) aif Hort ton i Cuthn ell. They are entitled Who Cares Who I 


Am and My Bible Rainy Day Travel-Book:: 
Gay often spoke of her vision of a busy Main. ‘Sir Sail with restored and well kept 


historic houses used as homes, restaurant-and. shops. She imagined abandoned store fronts being 
used as museums to showcase the various parts of.qur history that make us so unique. We will 
MISS eae her sunny CHRO and her perpetual greeting - ‘‘Hey, Dahlin!’’ 


W. ALVAH WILCOX 

William Alvah Wilcox died on January 18, 1995. He was a native of Suffolk and graduated 
from Suffolk High School. 

Alvah attended the University of Alabama until going into the Army where he served as a 
Captain in WWII. He returned to Suffolk in 1947 bringing his new bride, Betty, with him. They 
reared their four children here in Alvah’s hometown. 

He was involved in the peanut industry in Suffolk. Active in many church and community 
endeavors through the years, Alvah was a former vice president of the Suffolk-Nansemond 
Historical Society. As one member said of him, ‘‘You could count on Alvah to help - it didn’t 
matter whether it was raining or freezing or hot. He was always willing to work for the Historical 
Society.’’ 

We will miss his smiling face and wonderful disposition 





FROM THE 
EDITOR 


HATS OFF TO... 


- Jim Caton and Mike 
Michaels of Seaboard Constnuc- 
tion for putting the Christmas 
wreath on the train station. 

-The City of Suffolk for the 
Courthouse facelift and support 
of S.0.S. 

- Robert Baker for removing 
and reconstructing the 
Constantia house. 


DID YOU KNOW? 


There is a wonderful little 
village in old Nansemond 
County that’s a remnant of 
the eighteenth century. 
Somerton is just off Highway 
13 near the North Carolina 
line. The inn where General 
LaFayette stopped after he 
left Suffolk is still standing. 
It is now a private residence. 


One of the 400 letters of support 
for the preservation of the train sta- 
tion: 


January 22, 1995 


Dear SOS Cammittee, 

I was born in Suffolk in 1941, 
grew up there and lived there until 
1959. My mother’s family was from 
Suffolk and my family home, 251 N. 
Main Street and the property on which 
it sits have been in my family for 
years. I have always loved the train 
station on North Main and have con- 
sidered it one of the great Suffolk 
landmarks. 

[ have watched through the years 
as many Suffolk homes and other 
buildings of historical and aesthetic 
value, have been torn down. This is 
not progress. No asphalt parking lot 
can ever replace the beauty and value 
of historical edifices. 

Please ‘“Save Our Station’’! Suf- 
folk must preserve the few places of 
value that are left. People are at- 
tracted to towns where heritage is 
valued and people care. Saving the 
Station will indicate both. 

Thank you for Saving the Sta- 
tion! 

Sincerely 
Becky Elmore Clement 


~- GENERAL LAFAYETTE ARRWES 
ee IN SUFFOLK; VIRGINIA 


General LaFayette’s last visit to the United States was by an invitation 
sent by Congress in 1824. The 68 year old general had been in the United 
States about six months when Mr. Thomas Newton, Jr., Suffolk’s represen- 
tative in Congress, issued an invitation from the citizens of Suffolk and 
Nansemond County inviting him to a dinner and ball when he began his 
southern tour. LaFayette was still formulating his itinerary and was unable 
to give them a definite date and time he would visit. And so the people of 
Suffolk waited. 


On Thursday, February 24, 1825 at six o’clock in the evening the citizens 


of Suffolk were informed that LaFayette would arrive in Suffolk the very next 
day. A town meeting was immediately called and a committee was appointed 


to make the necessary arrangements for the visit. Suffolk would have a dinner 


but not a ball. Mills Riddick, a lumber dealer, was elected President of the 
Arrangements Committee and Matthias Jones, a merchant, was elected Vice- 
President. 

Catherine Cross Dickinson, who leased Castle Inn from Josiah Riddick, 
Jr., was selected to accommodate LaFayette and his entourage for the night. 
Arrangements were made with James Holladay, formerly of Chuckatuck and 
proprietor of the Holladay Hotel on Main Street, to cater the banquet. As the 
banquet would be held on the second floor of the Nansemond County 
Courthouse, Mr. Holladay’s establishment located across from the Court 
House allowed for easy access. Invitations were sent out by messengers to the 


gentlemen of the community inviting them to the dinner. 
For the rest of the story, join us for our meeting, Monday, February 27th. 





